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Lent is a season for strong emotions.  During Lent we make the effort to be calm, spend more time in solitude and prayer; and we may even resolve to maintain, as much as we are able, a gentle spirit.  (Someone once challenged a congregation to a Lenten goal of 40 days of gentleness—a challenging and worthy goal.) 
But often, underneath our efforts to be calm and gentle, there stirs a mixture of emotions—sadness, grief, regret, pain, guilt, and even anger.  We are human, and so was Jesus.  As we try to understand Jesus, as we try to get inside his skin, we find that our human issues get stirred too. 
But what about anger during Lent?  It seems rather out of place, maybe inappropriate.  Do we have a choice about whether we feel anger?  All of us have known anger, but we express it in different ways.  Most of the time we church-going folks don’t know how to deal with anger.  We’d rather deny it, repress it, by-pass it. 
It’s probably accurate to say that most of us church folk deal with our anger with the attitude called “Be nice.”  We learned “be nice” at the breakfast table when we were three or four.  But the literal meaning of the word “nice” is “to be ignorant,” to ignore the truth.  Being nice can be a polite veneer for a snake pit inside us.  Being nice usually means suppressing our anger, pushing it down until we develop ulcers or headaches or depression.  And remember that depression is commonly called “swallowed anger.”  Anger turned inward. 
That’s not the way Jesus dealt with anger.  Sometimes we may tend to think of Jesus as such a holy person that he rode on some “magic carpet of tranquility.”  (from Dean Sam Wells of Duke Chapel)  But Jesus was often confronting authorities and challenging those in power or those misusing power.  The story of the cleansing of the Temple is a classic example.   It’s a familiar story:  Jesus goes to Jerusalem for Passover, the greatest of all the Jewish festivals.  All adult male Jews were required to be present.  (from Wm. Barclay, The Gospel of John, vol. 1, p. 119)  So Jesus went—with his family.  The writers Matthew, Mark and Luke place this story at the end of Jesus’ ministry, but John places it at the beginning.  For John the story is all related to Jesus’ passion—his coming suffering, death, and resurrection.  Jesus entire mission was to bring open access to God for all God’s people.  So, Jesus’ anger, expressed by pushing out the moneychangers, signifies the sweeping away of obstacles to wholeness, to justice—to God—for all people. 
When Jesus entered the Temple, instead of finding an atmosphere of peace, reverence, and inspiration, he found a hubbub of people and animals and moneychangers.  What was going on?  Part of the Passover ritual was the payment of a Temple tax.  Everybody had to pay it—to help maintain the temple and continue the ritual of animal sacrifice.  So, pilgrims arrived at the Temple to pay their tax with different coins. 
There was no foreign currency exchange office, so the temple moneychangers did the exchanging.  It was also well known that they extracted a fee for exchanging foreign coins into Jewish coins.  Sometimes they would charge double the amount of the coin.  So the wealth of the temple grew and grew; and the moneychangers kept pocketing the rest, exploiting the pilgrims. 
In addition to the tax, many people would also bring an animal to the temple as a thank offering.  They would have to pay to have this animal inspected, since the temple authorities had to make sure that this was an unblemished animal. If the animal was rejected, the authorities would offer a slick deal:  “Here, we have a pair of doves you can buy—or a lamb.  Only four shekels more!” 
When Jesus enters the temple, he sees all this buying and selling.  He hears the rabble and clatter.  He sees the temple turned into a marketplace for thieves. And his anger begins to rise.  If you ever doubted the humanity of Jesus, here’s the place to turn in your doubts.  For here is no milquetoast “be nice” Jesus.  He looks more like an adrenalin-driven prophet, turning over tables and driving the moneychangers out of the temple.  “This is a house of prayer,” he said, “not a den of thieves.”  (John 2:16) 
When we hear this story, we might decide that there are some things going on at church we need to get mad about. Church is a good target for anger, so do as Jesus did—get angry in church.  Through the years when the church put self-preservation as its top value, the church gets caught doing deplorable acts, like excluding people because of color and sexual orientation.  The church has practiced hatred and bigotry, and the church has supported slavery and war.  And I’ve imagined that in those times Jesus has shown up with outrage and righteous anger—which eventually emerges from his followers (we church members) too. 
When the church fails to reflect Jesus’ values, it needs to be challenged. 
In his own day Jesus clearly challenged the power users and abusers.  We are his followers; and if we are faithful in following him, we will be challenging the system that blocks us or others from God’s values, God’s Dream, God’s Beloved Community. 
Many of us are aware that today marks the three-year anniversary of the Iraq War.  This war has cost $250 billion in tax money and the lives of 2,309 U.S. soldiers in Iraq—and untold deaths of Iraqi citizens.  In the international community the level of anger at the United States has escalated, and the number of terrorists has increased.  A front-page article in today’s Durham Herald Sun says, “Three years after the U.S. invaded Iraq…that country’s deepening ethnic conflict is spreading tension across Iraq’s borders, fueling terrorism and nurturing gloom about the future.”  (Durham Herald Sun, March 19, 2006) 
In a recent poll nearly seventy-five percent of the people of America now feel that the war is not worth it.  But when will the Congress and the country—and the churches—challenge the President and the Congress to find alternatives?  At a minimum, there is a dire need for a national debate to find alternatives to this war. 
We have settled for the rabble and clatter of military might.  It appears that this “war against terror” has indeed done the opposite and produced more terrorists.  Despite official statements of opposition from all major religious groups, the churches in the United States have largely given a tacit blessing to the war.  
What would Jesus say if he came into our churches and confronted us about our support for this war?  What would Jesus say about spending $250 billion dollars for a preemptive war that has created enormous ill will among Muslims and others?  And this massive war effort is happening when millions of people are living in poverty and thousands of poor people are still languishing after Hurricane Katrina?  If Jesus came to our temples today, I doubt that he would spare us his anger and outrage. 
Jesus was quite willing to confront those in power over shabby practices that lined the pockets of the wealthy while the poor were left to languish.  If we follow Jesus, we will be advocating his values and emulating his outrage.  
The story raises some major questions for us:  1. What outrages you?  Outrage can lead to change; outrage can lead to reform.  What abuse of power or misuse of power outrages us?  Does the death penalty in North Carolina outrage us, taking the life of Patrick Moody this past Friday?  Does an 18 percent child poverty rate in Durham outrage us?  What about a $5.15 minimum hourly wage which keeps people in abject poverty?  Or are we outraged over the protracted Iraq war that has drained so much money and energy and human life? 
2. What role should the church take in making a witness against the misuse of power?  This week Sam Wells, the new Dean of Duke Chapel, said that Jesus spent a lot of his time arguing with authorities, challenging the authorities—Pharisees, scribes, religious leaders.  Jesus took them to task on their top down, authoritarian policies that abused people and trampled the rights of the poor. 
Was Jesus’ anger justified?  The text says that Jesus’ anger was not for his self-serving needs, but for the people.  His anger was not some personal petulance; it was directed for a clear purpose.  People were being exploited, mistreated.  Here was injustice, and Jesus was outraged.  He got angry on behalf of those who were mistreated.  With the temple supporting this ungodly practice, access to God was being neglected. 
Jesus’ action may help us to see that anger is far different from hostility.  Anger says, “I hurt, and I want to be heard.”  Hostility says, “I hurt, and now I’m going to make you hurt too.”  Jesus was not hostile; he was not vindictive or vengeful.  He was angry—out of his deep need for people to have access to God and not be turned over to practices that betray God’s way. 
When anger is directed at injustice, then it can bring change.  Look at the civil rights movement, where anger and outrage led to refusal to obey an unjust system of segregation.  In this sense, anger led to constructive action.   Likewise, Jesus’ anger was geared to bring change. 
Any time a church gets caught up in preserving the institution, the status quo, above meeting human needs, we then see God’s values get pushed to the outer edges.  Any time the church gets too cozy with the government, we can be co-opted by the ruling powers.  Jesus has taught us that our job is to have a “lover’s quarrel” with our country, especially when the practices of our country are contrary to the teachings of Jesus. 
Long ago someone told me that anger is a part of love.  We love someone enough to trust that our relationship can bear the expression of anger.  Jesus gave not only his anger—out of love; he also gave his life—out of love. 
In these days of Lent perhaps we too can catch some of the freedom of righteous anger—outrage that comes from faith and conscience.  We are called to stand up for Jesus’ values and clear a path for direct, open communion with God—for all God’s children. 
Isn’t that why we are here? 
Amen 
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